Throughout Britain's history in the African slave trade there had been a vocal minority of individuals that attacked the institution of colonial slavery and particularly Britain's involvement in the slave trade. Abolitionists of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries made little progress in combating slavery, gradually, public opinion on the matter changed. It was the 1780s that became the pivotal moment for the abolition movement of Britain as it was then that abolition sentiment gained traction amongst both the British public and members of Parliament. Over the course of the decade the abolitionist movement was able to achieve serious recognition for their cause and have a drastic impact on Britain's involvement with slavery and the slave trade. The rise in abolitionist mentality over the course of the 1780s can be partially attributed to three factors: the mobilization of abolitionists around a regional advocacy organizations that provided political and economic capital for the cause of abolition, the rise in leading public figures that spoke out against the institution of slavery, and finally, the hardening of the British public's opinion towards slavery and the maltreatment of slaves in the colonies.
planters "with the most rigorous severity." 2 By arguing that slavery was economically necessary for the fortunes of the British Empire, and that the ill-treatment of slaves was widely overblown and not representative of the plantation lifestyle, advocates of slavery were able to successfully deflect criticisms against the institution of slavery and how slave owners treated their 'property.'
In contrast to slavery's advocates' defense of slavery on economic grounds, abolitionists argued that the institution of slavery was not in line with British values and that there were religious and moral reasons why slavery should be ended. While many of the points made by abolitionists in the 1780s were of a similar vein to the arguments that they had made historically, the 1780s proved to be a period wherein British public opinion and British social consciousness began to develop and abolitionist support began to peak.
The reason why so many in Britain began to take notice of the abolitionist cause can be attributed to the American Revolutionary War and the work of isolated abolitionists prior to, and during, the conflict. The war's emphasis on the values of liberty and equality resulted in many members of the British intelligentsia to focus inwards and reflect on just what it meant to be a British subject and what should be the fate of Britain's slaves. As noted by J.R. Oldfield in his book Transatlantic Abolitionism in the Age of Revolution, "…after 1783, activists found themselves operating in a very different political climate, one in which formal amalgamation, in the shape of abolitionist societies, seemed not only possible but also highly desirable." 3 The inability of abolitionists to achieve any real political change against the institution of slavery and the slave trade began to change over the course of the 1780s when a metropolitan public, increasingly focused on the issues of liberty, required more than economical justifications to legitimize the enslavement of Africans. 4 Just as the war in the Unites States led to a reassessment of what it meant to be British abolitionists prior to the 1780s did what they could to enact reform. During slavery did all that they could to ensure that the issue of slavery was in the public's consciousness and never glossed over. Two such abolitionist advocates that contributed greatly to achieve this were Anthony Benezet and Granville Sharp. Campaigning from the colony of Philadelphia Anthony Benezet wrote several tracts against slavery and offered educational lessons during the evening for poor black children of freed slaves in his home.
At the same time that Benezet was campaigning against slavery Granville Sharp was taking part in legal challenges that were meant to challenge the legitimacy of slavery in Britain. In 1772 Sharp became one of the public faces for the abolitionist cause as a result of his role in the Somerset Case and the defense of the slave Charles Somerset. Somerset, who had run away from his British master only to be recaptured and destined for a plantation, faced being sent to Jamaica as a result of his bid for freedom. At the behest of Sharp, and other abolitionists, a legal challenge was made arguing that Somerset was being unlawfully imprisoned. Failing in his bid to get the two parties to come to an amicable solution outside of the courtroom Chief Justice Murray hesitantly decided in favour of Somerset arguing that "Whatever inconveniences, therefore, may follow from a decision, I cannot say this case is allowed or approved by the law of England; and therefore the black man must be discharged." 5 Though this legal decision was seen as a key victory for the abolitionist cause it, at the time, did little to contribute to broader appeal for the abolitionists cause. The 1770s continued to be a period of political inactivity and broader British apathy towards abolishing slavery. During the Somerset trial Sharp wrote to a confidante about his fears that he would not be able to even find fifty righteous men in London to support a petition in favour of Somerset. 6 The combination of an increasingly uncertain climate about the role of slavery and its moral and legal quandaries helped the abolition movement move to centre moral over other reasons for action." 15 Such an emphasis on moral arguments over religious or economic arguments can be seen in a remark made by a propagandist for the Royal African Company in the 1740s. On observing the arguments made by opponents of slavery the propagandist noted that abolitionists tended to attack the institution of slavery on the grounds that it was a "…barbarous, unhuman and unlawful traffic for a Christian country to trade in blacks." 16 Such avenues of attack on slavery were readily used by abolitionists over the years as they attempted to define slavery as being a foreign affair that was unbecoming for a Christian nation such as the British Empire. This thinking can also be seen in the document, A Letter to Granville Sharp, Esq., on the proposed abolition of the slave trade. Written in 1788, the document attacks slavery on two grounds: Slavery went against the law and principles of British society and it was an unnecessarily cruel practice that should be abhorred. As noted by the author, "Even here in Britain, where civil liberty is supposed to have reached a point of perfection hitherto unknown in the history of society, it would be no difficult task to point out instances of injustice and oppression, not merely tolerated, but absolutely established by the laws…" 17 Though an accepted practice by law, many had reservations as to whether slavery should be legally protected by the laws of Britain. The author also relates the idea of how slaves were treated in the West Indies.
While slavery in the U.S. was argued to be more humane the West Indies was painted as a place of dispassionate slave owners who cruelly ruled over their domains. When a slave became sick, as argued by the author, it made more sense for the slave owner to "leave the 15 poor wretch to his fate" and buy a new one rather than to provide for the sick slave and try to help him to recuperate. 18 Though not always a figure that publicly spoke out against the British slave trade John Newton, over the course of the late 1780s, became a powerful figure in the abolitionist movement as a result of his oratory skills and the strength of character that he brought to the debate over slavery and its role in British society. While abolitionists attacked slavery on moral and religious grounds Newton relied on his time as a slave trader, and the events that he had experienced and been witness to, as the basis for his views that the slave trade should be abolished in Britain. As noted by Newton in his pamphlet, Thoughts Upon the African Slave Trade, having spent nine years plying the slave trade on the African Coast he was in a strong position to evaluate the slave trade and attack the institution for its inherent evils based on his own "…experiences and observations..." 19 In this 1788 tract Newton caustically went about critiquing slavery and explaining why it was an immoral trade for citizens of Britain to take part in, as it was a stain on Britain's honour, and the abuses that were rampant during his tenure as a captain of a slaving ship. By his own reckoning his exiting of the slave trade in 1754 as a result of a stroke was a "…mercy of Instead, Newton widely discussed his gradual acceptance of evangelical teachings and the struggles that he faced while on the high seas. Newton's decision to come out in opposition to slavery in the later half of the 18 th centuries rather than earlier can be attributed to the greater awareness that the British pubic had towards the abolitionist movement in the 1780s and the willingness of British society to accept all those that opposed slavery to speak out, no matter what their past relationship with slavery was like.
By 1788 Newton had joined the slavery debate and published his Thoughts upon the Slave Trade. Throughout the text Newton attacks slavery on the arguments that it was a dishonourable and brutal practise. Newton believed that it was a dishonorable practise because it besmirched the name of the British government and British citizens alike. He questioned why government revenue should come from such an intolerable practise and argued that "it is not lawful to put it into the treasury, because it is the price of blood." 21 He saw the revenue from the trade as a corrupting force that would taint the rest of the nation.
As well as arguing against the acceptance of revenue from the trade, Newton lambasted slavery for the way slaves were treated and the abuses that slave traders were able to get away with. Writing from his own experience and the experiences of other slave traders, Newton wrote at length of the punishments that slave traders routinely committed against their slaves. This included the "…unmerciful whippings, continued till the poor creatures have not had power to groan under their own misery…" and the case where a slave trader took a child from its mother and threw it overboard as a result of its constant crying. 22 The evidence that Newton gave in his Thoughts upon the African Slave Trade was used by abolitionists to inflame British citizens against the slave trade and the inherent evils that had become constant occurrences within the trade. For Newton, his role in abolitionist circles and his public denunciations of slavery led to him being "lionised" for all of his efforts. 23 One of the most widely used examples against the Atlantic slave trade was the course of events that took place during the Zong Massacre of 1781. While there had been many examples of abuse from which abolitions could rely upon to show the cruelties of the slave trade, and the vile ways that the British crew treated their 'cargo,' the Zong Massacre is a striking illustration of how slaves were perceived as nothing more than a commodity by crews of British slave ships. When the slave ship Zong began to run low on water during its voyage to the West Indies the captain, Luke Collingwood, ordered a third of the slaves on board to be thrown overboard into the sea. Over the course of three days, from November 29th to December 1st, one hundred and thirty-three slaves, of the four hundred and forty on board, were forcibly thrown off the ship and left to drown. 24 Upon making landfall in Jamaica Captain Collingwood made an insurance claim for 'lost goods' in the hope of recuperating the losses that came with throwing the slaves overboard. In the ensuing firestorm over the incident abolitionists in Britain used the Zong case as a symbol of all that was wrong with slavery and why such a barbaric institution needed to be abolished. One of the abolitionists' most vocal proponents, Granville Sharp, argued that the Zong Massacre encompassed three injustices: the murder of the slaves, the jury's verdict in favour of the slavers and Lord Manfield's decision to treat the matter as a property dispute rather than murder. 25 Though the case did not go in favour for the abolitionists cause, it did help to inspire the passing of the Slave Trade Act of 1788, also referred to as the Dolben Act in recognition of MP Sir William Dolben's work in advancing this piece of abolitionist legislation and ensuring that it was annually renewed by parliament. Under the provisions of the Dolben Act all slave ships were restricted in the number of slaves that could be carried per tonnage and advocated for surgeons to be placed on all slave ships. 26 Both provisions were meant to make the voyages safer for the slaves that were forced upon the ships and as a way to gradually phase out Britain's involvement in the trading of slaves across the Atlantic.
In the closing years of the 1780s many abolitionists in Britain felt that they were on the cusp of ending the slave trade in Britain. This belief was the result of the public's willingness to support the abolitionists cause. By 1788 over a hundred petitions had been sent to Parliament with another five-hundred and nineteen sent four years later in 1792. 27 Unfortunately, the upsurge of violence in France and the spreading of Republican revolutionary ideals across Europe ultimately forced the issue of abolition onto the backburner and out of Parliament's sight for decades to come. The slave trade finally became banned in 1807, with abolition taking full effect in the British Empire soon after in 1833. Though many felt that slavery had finally been dealt with the truth of the matter was that slavery was still active in the British Empire for years to come. As noted by the report 
